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Abstract 
Evidence from comparative research suggests that most countries are now using, or considering the use of, learning outcomes in 
education and training policy formulation, instead of constructing provision around taught inputs (Cedefop, 2008). In some 
countries, learning outcomes in general education are formulated with the knowledge and skills that are needed to cope 
effectively with the demands of the school curriculum by phase and subject. Other countries may take a broader view of the 
learning outcomes needed to prepare a young person for personal well-being, social and working life. The present paper aims to 
examine how Bulgaria responding to new challenges emerged after the democratization of its regime is rethinking the input- 
based general education school curriculum around expected knowledge, skills and competences. 
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Introduction 
Evidence from comparative research (Cedefop, 2008) suggests that most countries are now using, or considering the use of, 
learning outcomes in education and training policy formulation, instead of constructing provision around taught inputs. Given 
the way learning outcomes are perceived and used by different countries and sectors differ considerably, for the purposes of this 
paper we will use the definition of learning outcomes found in Cedefop’s recent publication which draws on the experience of 
32 European countries:  
“Learning outcomes are statements of what a learner knows, understands and is able to do after completion of learning”
(Cedefop, 2008). 
In some countries, learning outcomes in general education are formulated with the knowledge and skills that are needed to cope 
effectively with the demands of the school curriculum by phase and subject. Other countries may take a broader view of the learning 
outcomes needed to prepare a young person for personal well-being, social and working life. Bulgaria’s new curriculum framework, 
introduced in 1999, combines both approaches (MES, 1999a). 
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The increasing use of learning outcomes is expected to have profound implications for making systems more learner-centered, 
affecting the organization of institutions, the curriculum and the role and training of teachers. Some education systems are responding 
to these challenges by introducing more individualized approaches, addressing the personal development needs of students. One of 
the approaches is rethinking the compulsory education curriculum around key competences and/or a core curriculum (European 
Parliament, 2007). This entails assessing students’ achievements rather than the syllabus content learned, and therefore identifying 
the learning outcomes (or learning objectives) which should be achieved. 
The present paper aims to examine how Bulgaria, responding to new challenges emerged after the democratization of its regime, is 
rethinking the compulsory education curriculum around expected knowledge, skills and competences. To conduct this paper, national 
curricula have been translated into English and examined in depth. The analysis was complemented with 40 personal interviews with 
ministry official in the Ministry of Education and Science in Sofia responsible for education policy and curriculum development 
during 2004-2007. 
1. The wind of change in Bulgaria 
Bulgaria, a country often described as lying at the crossroads linking the East and West, one of the cradles of European civilization,
and home to the world's oldest known writing system became a democratic country in 1989. This year marked the beginning of a 
radical socioeconomic and political transition in the country which affected the education system not only in terms of financing 
shortages and low participation rates but mainly in terms of increasing knowledge demands and skill needs. Today, the unfavorable 
demographic situation of the country – the constantly decreasing and ageing population - is combined with the high youth 
unemployment and the skill shortages becoming increasingly visible in specific sectors of the labor market including manufacturing, 
construction and selected areas in services.  
The Bulgarian government in early 90s realizes the need for reforming the education system to address these new emerging needs. 
While making attempts to decentralize the governance of the education system and optimizing the school network, the most 
pronounced changes are made in the school curriculum. A new national curriculum framework is adopted in 1999 (MES, 1999a) 
accompanied by National Education Standards (MES, 1999b). From providing merely vocational training under the communist 
regime, the new study plans in secondary education shift the focus on enhancing general education for all and developing life 
competences. New values and principles are included in the revised education content and textbooks, such as European citizenship, 
tolerance, living together peacefully, and human rights; to mention but few among which aim to endorse the new democratic regime 
in Bulgaria. The ideological elements are gradually excluded from the curriculum areas of humanities and social sciences and the 
main aim of the education system changes to become this of preparing citizens to live and work in the knowledge-based society of 
the 21st century.   
In the following sessions, we will illustrate this shift from the input-based school curriculum to competence oriented, providing the 
example of the Bulgarian language and literature curriculum subject in the upper secondary education (9th grade, students aged 15-
16 year-old). This subject being compulsory throughout the general education is highly significant for the education of the Bulgarian 
youth. It is also a subject that can allow us to examine the shift in the purpose of educating the youth under the communist regime 
and upon the democratization of the Bulgarian society.  
2. Teaching and assessing the knowledge acquired: the old curriculum 
Throughout the whole existence of the modern Bulgarian State (19th-20th century), the educational content for general education in 
Bulgaria has been designed to reflect the traditional concept that students should acquire universal knowledge. Other European 
education systems, as the German and the Russian, were also structured around the same principle. Following this approach, the 
focus of the curriculum content was placed on the most essential and different achievements of each specific science. Teaching 
methods were given far less importance and there was no real attempt to establish interdisciplinary links across the curriculum. The 
curriculum was in fact a compendium of study programs for each subject put together rather mechanically, along with their 
respective class hours. The term “curriculum” was used to denote only the number and distribution of class hours, while the content 
was described in the so-called “study programs”. In this sense, the curriculum was perceived by the teachers as a sort of a roster, 
rather than as a strategy for development and a framework of the overall teaching and learning process (Psifidou, 2007). 
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The curriculum of Bulgarian language and literature taught before the reform (MES, 1997) in the 9th grade (students aged 15-16 
year-old) comprised the study of three main topics: Bulgarian language and Western European literature (including European 
Renaissance and Classicism), Bulgarian language and Russian classical literature, and Bulgarian Renaissance literature, including 
new Bulgarian poetry and the advent of new Bulgarian theater and drama. 
This was presented in two columns (see table 1): the left column presented the compulsory content for all schools to be covered 
during the 3 class hours per week within the 36 school weeks of the academic year; while the right column presented the indicative 
content for elective classes in profile oriented schools to be covered within 1 class hour per week out of the 36 school weeks of the 
academic year. For both cases, the curriculum was indicating the specific authors and literature works that should be studied. The 
topics to be studied in elective and profile-oriented classes were chosen by the teacher. In making such choices, teachers could rely 
on the non-compulsory content included in the textbooks, but were also allowed to use other teaching materials they were seeing fit. 
Table 1. Extract of the curriculum for Bulgarian Language and Literature for 9th grade (1997)
Compulsory content Indicative content for elective classes or classes in profile-oriented 
schools 
36 school weeks, 3 class hours per week 36 school weeks, 1 class hour per week 
Bulgarian Language and Western European Literature 
Styles in written Bulgarian language. Scientific and academic 
writing. Genres. Genres: bibliographical description, annotation, comment, criticism 
European Renaissance
Renaissance Literature 
Cervantes 
Don Quixote 
Petrarch
Canzoniere 
Boccaccio
Decameron 
Dante Alighieri
Inferno 
Text. Elements of a text. 
Communication and texts. 
(revision of already studied content with new additions and 
extensions) 
Logical unity of texts 
Linguistic unity in a text. 
Scientific writing. 
Literary texts 
Literary and academic writing 
Communication. Speech etiquette. 
Shakespeare
Hamlet 
Written assignment on “Hamlet” 
Discussion on the genre and composition consistency in a text 
(based on the students’ written assignments)  
Shakespeare
Sonnets, Macbeth, Midsummer night’s Dream, Romeo and Julliet 
(one of the above, as chosen by the teacher)   
Classicism in literature 
Moliere, Tartuffe or Corneille, Cid (as chosen by the teacher) 
Works by the following authors, as chosen by the teacher: 
Denis Diderot, Johann Goethe, Victor Hugo, Heirich Heine, P. B. Shelley, 
George Byron, Honore de Balzac, Guy de Maupassant, Charles Dickens 
Source: Translation of official curriculum, MES, 1997. 
The learning content was focusing on the great works of each period and geographical zone, including brief guidelines for the oral 
and written examination of pupils. For the 9th grade, the examination consisted in literary and academic writing, analysis of a given 
literary text and comments, and discussion of a general cultural, social, or ethical issue. The curriculum was concluding with the 
indication of the knowledge that pupils should acquire at the course of this grade on this specific subject, limited in denominating the 
concepts which students should be able to understand; concepts such as Renaissance, Classicism, Romanticism, Character in a 
literary work, Novel, etc. 
3. Shifting the focus to skills and competences: the new curriculum 
The curriculum of the Bulgarian language and literature changed significantly under the new national curriculum framework 
adopted in 1999 (MES, 1999a). This subject, constituting the first out of the eignt new curriculum areas, is splited into two separate 
subjects: the Bulgarian language and the Bulgarian literature. 
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The new curriculum of both subjects is presented in 6 columns which from the left to the right comprise (see table 2): the core 
content, the expected results in view of the overall curriculum, the expected results in each topic, the new concepts introduced, the 
context and activities and the possible interdisciplinary links with other subjects. The core content is presented in terms of 
competences including for instance for the case of Bulgarian language: 
 socio-cultural competences 
 language competences 
 socio-cultural and language competences in oral communication  
 socio-cultural and language competences in written communication 
Each core content comprises one or more topics to be covered and its expected results. The expected results in view of the overall 
curriculum are also expressed in terms of national standards indicating the knowledge and abilities that students should acquire. More 
than one standard can be achieved through the core content. The 4th column indicates the new concepts introduced while the 5th
columns suggests the settings and activities students should be involved. The last column identifies the links that can be created with 
the other school subjects. In the case of Bulgarian language links can be established with civic education while the communicative 
competences developed through this subject are relevant to the whole curriculum. As far as regards Bulgarian literature this can be 
linked with History and Philosophy. 
Table 2. Extract of curriculum on Bulgarian language for 9th grade, 2003
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Core content Expected results in 
view of the overall 
curriculum 
Expected results in 
each topic 
New concepts 
introduced 
Context and 
activities 
Interdisciplinary 
links 
Core 1: 
Socio-
cultural 
competencies 
Standard 1: 
• The student is able to 
use adequately 
different language 
registers 
• The student is able to 
identify the specifics 
of different texts: 
academic, scientific, 
media, artistic, civic 
and institutional 
• The student has 
knowledge of the 
structural, 
compositional, and 
linguistic 
characteristics of texts, 
typical of different 
types of 
communication. 
Students must 
master: 
Topic 1: 
Text and socio-
cultural context 
• components in a 
communicative 
situation – 
participants, 
objective, topic, 
subject, conditions 
• the function of 
texts in 
communication; 
intention and tasks 
of communication. 
socio-cultural 
context 
interpersonal 
communication 
civic and 
institutional sphere 
function of texts – 
purpose and 
pragmatism 
Students are given 
the opportunity: 
• to monitor, 
analyze, and 
participate in 
different 
communicative acts 
and situations of 
public 
communication 
• The knowledge 
and skills on text 
specifics and 
communicative 
functions develop 
students’ ability to 
understand, 
interpret, and 
produce texts in all 
other subjects 
included in the 
curriculum. 
Source: Translation of official curriculum, MES, 2003 
Concluding remarks 
It becomes obvious that the new national curriculum framework in Bulgaria and the new national standards introduced for the first 
time in the history of the Bulgarian education system the notions of knowledge, skills and competences that students should achieve 
for each subject and at the end of each educational level. The principle of interdisciplinarity was also incorporated under the creation 
of eight curriculum areas bringing together individual subjects and helping to avoid fragmentation of knowledge and build on 
constructive learning. This innovative approach opens the way for more student-centered teaching and active learning. However, 
research (Psifidou, 2007) shows that the actual implementation of the new curriculum at school level encountered vital challenges 
which hinder its actual practice. The persistence of the old regime mentalities and the delays in launching complementary reforms 
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that should accompany the new curriculum - such as, introducing external students’ assessment, provide teacher training on the new 
curriculum and establish sustainable mechanisms for quality monitoring – question today the positive impact of the new curriculum 
on the quality of general secondary education.  
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